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Eileen Chang and Cinema
Leo Ou-fari Lee
The death of Eileen Chang on September 8, 1995 in Los 
Angeles made headlines in all the Chinese newspapers. In the 
Chinese-speaking areas of Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Mainland 
China, a veritable cult of mystique has been built around her by 
both public media and the large number of her fans (who called 
themselves Chang-mi or "Chang-fans'* 1). However, in the last 
twenty-three years of her life Chang lived quietly and incognito in 
Los Angeles, shunning all social contact and escaping publicity 
by constantly changing her residences in numerous hotels, 
motels, and small apartment houses until her death in an 
obscure apartment building in the Westwood section of Los 
Angeles. This “mystery” of her last years adds only more 
glamour to her legend: she was like a retired movie star past her 
prime, like Greta Garbo.1
Cinema and Romances
Garbo happened to be one of Chang’s favorite movie 
stars. As we all know, Chang was an inveterate movie fan. 
According to her brother’s reminiscences, during her student 
years she subscribed to a number of English-language movie- 
fan magazines such as Movie Star and Screenplay as bedside 
reading. In the 1940s, she saw practically every Hollywood film 
starring Greta Garbo, Betty Davis, Gary Cooper, Clark Gable,
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Shirley Temple and Vivien Leigh, whose performance in Gone 
with the Wind she adored. She also liked Chinese films and film 
stars like Ruan Lingyu, Chen Yanyan, Shi Hui, Zhao Dan and 
others (Zhang 1996: 117-19). She had contributed movie 
reviews in English and Chinese and later wrote screenplays for 
several notable films made in Shanghai and Hong Kong. This 
personal hobby was incorporated into her fiction and became a 
key element in her fictional technique. In this paper I would like 
first to explore the cinematic elements in Chang’s fiction and 
then turn to her own screen-writing as well as other film 
adaptations of her fiction. Finally, following this discussion, I 
would like to reflect on the implications of the Eileen Chang 
legend from my own position as both a literary fan of hers and a 
film buff.
We may as well begin with Chang’s fictional representation 
of movie theaters. In her stories, the movie theater is both a 
public space and a fantasy land, and the intertwining of their 
functions create its own narrative magic. The beginning 
paragraph of her novella, "Evermore Sorrow" (Duoshao hen), 
written in 1947, contains the following description:
The modern movie theater is the cheapest palace, a magnificent 
structure of glass, velvet, and imitation stone. As one enters this 
one, the ground is fresh yellow—the whole place is like a yellow 
glass magnified ten thousand times, giving off a clean and 
glittering illusion of beauty. The movie has already begun for 
quite some time. The hallway is empty and deserted—it turns 
into a scene of palatial sorrow, and from another palace is heard 
the distant sound of pipes and drums. (Zhang 1991: 97-98)
Chang calls the movie theater “cheap palace” for good 
reason: by this time, there were quite a number of movie 
palaces in Shanghai and movies had become an established 
institution of popular entertainment. It is therefore a most 
appropriate setting for this story, which has a plot about a 
woman falling in love with a married man—the stuff of countless 
movie tear-jerkers. According to Chang, the novella was a 
fictional "rewrite" of one of her film scripts called Never-ending 
Love (Buliao qing). In a remarkable design of self-reflexivity, the 
movie theater becomes the backdrop of this first scene which 
introduces the heroine:
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大光明
In front is a colorful signboard, raised high up, advertising the 
coming attraction . . .  on which appears a gigantic cut-out picture 
of a woman with tears in her eyes. Another tragic figure, much 
smaller, who is wandering underneath the signboard, is Yu 
Jiayin. (Zhang 1991: 98)
These beginning lines read like a sequence of shots by a 
movie camera that gives us a distinctly visual sense of a woman 
character against an urban commercial landscape emblematized 
by the advertisement signboard. At the same time, however, the 
gigantic cut-out face of a woman on the signboard is also a 
material sign that frames the heroine and turns her story into a 
movie fantasy. As such it becomes linked with another “signifier,” 
a classical literary reference which is introduced almost 
imperceptibly near the end of the paragraph— “palatial sorrow” 
(gongyuan), a phrase that immediately conjures up the image of 
the palace ladies and imperial concubines in ancient China who 
pine away in the cold palaces, while the emperor is making 
merry with “pipes and drums” with his favorite concubine. (The 
familiar reference may well be to the legendary romance 
between Emperor Minghuang of the Tang dynasty and his 
imperial concubine, Yang Guifei—a legend made more popular 
by the famous narrative poem written by Bai Juyi, titled 
“Everlasting Sorrow.”）It is astonishing to see how in one 
paragraph Chang manages to turn the empty lobby of the movie 
theater into an allegorical “cold palace” resonant with echoes 
from classical literature.
In focusing on the theater’s lobby，Chang has also 
perceptively seized upon the most salient interior space that 
defined the modern architectural style for Shanghai audiences. 
In the newly renovated movie palaces such as the Grand 
Theater (Daguangming), it was not so much the exterior 
magnificence of the building as the lush interiors—in particular 
the lobby with its art deco designs and marble (or fake marble) 
floors like mirrors—that attracted the moviegoer as he/she first 
entered and was immediately ushered into a different world that 
prepared him/her for the exotic fantasy on the screen. Needless 
to say, most of these movie palaces showed first-run Hollywood 
films. Thus the modern movie theater has become both a real 
and symbolic presence in the text that bridges the gap between 
film and literature.
妃 易
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We have reason to believe that Chang’s cinematic models 
were mostly taken from American—not Chinese—movies, of 
which her favorite genre could well be the sophisticated 
screwball comedy, examples being Bringing up Baby (1938), 
The Philadelphia Story (1940) and The Lady Eve (1941). 
Common to all Hollywood screwball comedies—and a mark of 
its sophistication (especially in films directed by Preston Sturges 
and Howard Hawks)—is the incessant talk and clever repartee 
between the courting and battling partners. (Hawks's His Girl 
Friday is a good example.) As Stanley Cavell has reminded us, 
“these films are themselves investigations of (parts of a 
conversation about) ideas of conversation." The emergence of 
this genre may have something to do with the advancement of 
sound in Hollywood filmmaking but, more significantly, as Cavell 
has argued, it is related to t(the creation of a new woman, or the 
new creation of a woman . . . and this phase of the history of 
cinema is bound up with a phase in the history of the 
consciousness of women” （CavelM 981: 7, 16). The relevance of 
the genre for Chang could likewise be that it provides a new 
space for delineating the sensibility and consciousness of 
women in urban Shanghai. Thus in introducing the heroine first 
in a “cinematic” setting in “Evermore Sorrow”，Chang has also 
placed the heroine’s consciousness at the center of the story’s 
plot, which determines its feminist ending: instead of agreeing to 
be a modern concubine to the married man she loves, as her 
虞家菌 traditional good-for-nothing father urges her to do, Yu Jiayin 
decides rather to leave him and finds a new teaching job in 
another city.
But the issues are far more complicated than what can be 
inferred from the beginning and ending of one story. What 
transpires in the plot，as is the case with most of Chang’s 
stories, is the whole matrix of human relationships revolving 
around marriage and family. In adapting this Hollywood genre 
into a Chinese story, Chang has in fact added a number of other 
elements which are not sufficiently foregrounded in Hollywood 
comedies: the conflicts between mother and daughter-in-law, the 
chicanery of relatives, and above all the philandering of males. 
In other words, the Hollywood model is given an ethical 
家庭偷理 dimension centered on the family (//af/ng /un//) (see Zheng 1994, 
part 2). In this familial context, ChangJs heroines are made to
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undergo a human experience of courtship and marriage that is 
not so far apart from the familiar “sorrow and joy，parting and 
reunion" {beihuan lihe) trope in popular Chinese novels. At the 
same time, however，Chang’s stories，like the best of Hollywood 
screwball comedies, invite us to think again about what Stantley 
Cavell (quoting Nietzsche) calls ('the pursuit of happiness"—or of 
<(our repressed right to happiness" (Cavell 1981: 131).
As a self-styled popular writer very concerned with fiction's 
appeal to the common reader, who has discussed at length how 
difficult it is to write popular fiction (Zhang 1976b: 271), Chang 
has acquired a different insight from Cavell’s: “This thing called 
happiness is lacking in interest—especially the matter of other 
people’s happiness.” In her view, the average reader is more 
likely to be moved by sorrow, especially when it is caused by 
"conflict, hardship, and trouble" (Zhang 1976b: 272). In other 
words, sorrow and parting must be the “precondition” for joy and 
reunion, since otherwise there would have been no emotional or 
cathartic effect on the reader. In traditional Chinese fiction，the 
characters are normally made to go through a series of trials and 
tribulations before they can be reunited and rewarded with joy 
and happiness. However, most of Chang’s stories and novels do 
not have a happy ending. Rather, her ordinary characters are 
put through a course of gentle suffering marked by the all- 
powerful trope of qing [feeling or emotion], especially as 
manifested in love and marriage. She seems to repeat the story 
of unrequited love and unhappy marriage time and again: "they 
can be written from countless different angles and can never be 
exhausted in one’s lifetime” （Zhang 1976c: 125).
I would like to discuss two works—"Sealed o ff" (Fengsuo) 
and Tove in a Fallen City" (Qingcheng zhi //an)—in which the 
tropes of love and marriage are played out in rather unexpected 
ways and in which ChangJs interest in cinema definitely inspires 
her fictional technique.
The story “Sealed off,” published in 1943, is one of the few 
stories in which the principal action takes place in a public 
vehicle, the tramcar. In Chang’s fictional magic，this popular form 
of Shanghai public transportation is transformed into the most 
private of indoor spaces, in which a most extraordinary romance 
between two ordinary people is allowed to unfold, due to an air 
raid alarm in wartime Shanghai, in which everything stands still
悲歡離合
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and the halted tram suddenly becomes a space removed from 
everyday reality. It seems also to be a perfect setup for a 
romantic film. (We are reminded of the many films in which the 
romantic plot takes place mostly in trams or railway cars, the 
most famous being David Lean's Brief Encounter in which the 
romance between a married man and a woman first takes place 
in a railway station.)
A man nudges his way into a tramcar and finds himself 
seated next to a woman; they strike up a conversation, in the 
midst of which they seem to fall in love and begin to talk about 
the possibility of marriage. In reality such an encounter with its 
ensuing romantic plot seems implausible, but it is the very stuff 
of which screen romances are made. Thus the story's appeal 
lies precisely in its implausibility, very much like a film musical in 
which characters can even burst out singing at moments of 
romantic intensity. But the characters (as we as readers) are not 
allowed in indulge in such a fantasy for long; as the air raid 
alarm is lifted, the tram starts again.
The lights inside the tram went on; she opened her eyes, and 
saw him sitting in his old seat, looking remote. She trembled with 
shock—he hadn’t gotten off the tram, after all! Then she 
understood his meaning: everything that had happened while the 
city was sealed was a non-occurrence. The whole of Shanghai 
had dozed off, had dreamed an unreasonable dream. (Zhang 
1976d: 387/197)2
Whereas the heroine may have dreamed an unreasonable 
dream，the story’s spell on the reader is very much like that of a 
romantic film on its audience. It is deceptive in the same way a 
film is deceptive: as the film ends and the lights inside the 
theater come on, the extraordinary story on the screen also 
evaporates like a vision or dream; as we walk out the movie 
theater, normalcy again reigns and we return to our everyday 
lives. But the story continues to haunt us long after it is over, for 
Eileen Chang has invested more in her narrative than what 
meets a film-goer's eye.
2 The first reference is to the page number in Zhang (1976d) and 
the second, to that in Karen Kingsbury's translation (1995).
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It has been said that the language of modem fiction, like 
the film medium, can be manipulated to break up the normal 
duration and sequence of time: in fiction, through interior 
monologue or the stream-of-consciousness; in film, through the 
use of montage. Chang is certainly aware of such modernist 
techniques but does not really use them—or uses them in ways 
very different from those of a modernist writer or film director. I 
think she is not a typical “modernist” in the Western (academic) 
sense who foregrounds a literary language that “defamiliarizes” 
her fictional world. Instead her fictional world is very familiar, 
since as a popular writer she is very much concerned with the 
everyday lives of her intended readers. The “modernism” of her 
technique contains, or conceals, a particular point of view which 
is already implied in the picture on the front cover of her story 
collection, in which a modern woman in silhouette peers into a 
traditional picture of domesticity. Chang calls her stories Chuanqi 
(literally “accounts of the extraordinary”)，a title 
reminiscent of the traditional genres of Tang 
prose fiction and Ming drama. It is precisely in 
quotidian life that she finds extraordinary 
things. In this regard, “Love in a Fallen City” 
may be her most extraordinary story as well 
as her most popular work: published in 1943, 
it was adapted to the stage the next year and 
to the screen later.
At first sight, the story seems to unfold in 
a contrary manner to Chang's usual mode of 
popular fiction: it takes place mostly in Hong 
Kong on the eve of the Japanese invasion; it 
has a happy ending; and its characters seem 
unusually sophisticated. The story's exotic 
setting (Hong Kong's Repulse Bay Hotel), in 
which the romance between a British- 
educated playboy and a young divorcee from Shanghai unfolds, 
is itself like a stage set or film location. The romance of this 
elegant couple develops in a long series of flirtations at 
restaurants and dance halls，at the hotel’s lobby and nearby 
beach, and in the heroine's room. It is in such scenes that we 
see a clear indebtedness to Hollywood screwball comedies. By 
a remarkable coincidence, it is also a story of remarriage, a 
genre in Hollywood films in which Stanley Cavell has invested a
Cover-page of Chuanqi
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special significance: (tThe conversation of what I call the genre of 
remarriage is . . .  of a sort that leads to acknowledgment; to the 
reconciliation of a genuine forgiveness; a reconciliation so 
profound as to require the metamorphosis of death and revival, 
the achievement of a new perspective on existence; a 
perspective that presents itself as a place, one removed from 
the city of confusion and divorce” （CavelM981: 19). Whereas 
these words by a famous American philosopher may be cited as 
fitting appreciation of Chang's story, a Chinese literary critic and 
傅雷 the famed translator of French fiction, Fu Lei, was not so 
appreciative when the story firs t appeared. He wrote a 
devastating review under a pseudonym, in which we find the 
following caustic remarks:
Nearly half of the story’s space is taken up by flirtation: it’s all a 
spiritual game of cynical hedonists. For all its cleverness, 
wisdom, and wit, it is after all a product of society refined to the 
point of sickness. . . .  All this pretty dialogue and the games of 
make-believe and hide-and-seek . . . conceal a falsehood. The 
man is heartless, . . . and takes romance as an appetizer, like 
golf or whisky. As for the woman, she is worried all day that her 
last asset—her youth at age thirty—may be gone. Her pressing 
desire for material well-being leaves her no time to care for her 
soul. This kind of comedy, so bloodless at gut level, of course 
can come to no good end. (Xun Yu 1986: 124-25)
The same criticism can certainly be leveled against 
Preston Sturges's comedies in which Cavell finds so much 
intellectual depth. Shall we then follow Fu Lei and dismiss both 
Sturges1 films and Chang's story as flippant nonsense? Before 
we do so, perhaps it behooves us to take a closer look.
“Love in a Fallen City” begins like a staged play—in the 
胡琴 style of Shanghai opera. As the plaintive tune of a huqin 
[Chinese violin] wails in the night，the narrator’s voice intones: “A 
huqin story should be performed by a radiant entertainer, two 
long streaks of rouge pointing to her fine, jade-like nose as she 
sings, as she smiles, covering her mouth with her sleeve . .
白流蘇 (Zhang 1976a: 152/61).3 The heroine, Bai Liusu, is then
3 The first page reference is to Zhang (1976a) and the second, 
again to Kingsbury's translation (1996).
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introduced as if she were a “role” played by this “radiant 
entertainer." Chang's use of this folk dramatic device is in a way 
quite fitting because the Bai household is described as a 
traditional family that is lagging behind time and out of step with 
Shanghai^ modern world.
By the time Liusu meets Fan Liuyuan again in the Repulse 范 
Bay Hotel, the scenery has changed totally: their romance takes 
place in a most romantic atmosphere. In Chang's description,
Hong Kong is a thoroughly alien colony and has none of the 
native sights and sounds of Shanghai to which the reader has 
become so accustomed in Chang’s fictional world. Consequently 
it is a natural background for an “extraordinary” romance—a 
romance that begins with sophisticated flirtation and some witty 
repartee that make Liusu, a traditional, nearly illiterate woman, 
almost out of character In the context of realism, it would be 
hard to imagine a more incompatible couple with such diverse 
backgrounds. Perhaps only in the movies is their romance 
possible. I think Chang intentionally appropriates the narrative 
formula of Hollywood screwball comedies to bring out the 
mistaken intentions and personality clashes in the initial 
courtship, as it calls for both hero and heroine to be cleverly on 
their guard and playing a long and intricate courting game with 
mutual mistrust and misunderstanding—and only at the last 
moment, when the film’s plot reaches its denouement, do they 
have a “reconciliation of a genuine forgiveness■”
However, such a “reconciliation of a genuine forgiveness” 
is not achieved until the couple have gone through a real 
“metamorphosis of death and survival” caused by the Japanese 
invasion. The war experience is notably different from the 
Depression background in Hollywood comedies, in that it 
refuses to be erased by a make-believe setting of luxury and 
leisure. Fan Liuyuan and Bai Liusu court each other in 
“borrowed time” and, especially on Liusu’s part, cannot afford to 
have such luxury and leisure. The circumstances of the story are 
also more extraordinary than those of any Hollywood comedy: 
the couple are made to fall in love because of the war 
background and not, as in Hollywood comedies or musicals of 
the thirties, in spite of it.
In “Love in a Fallen City，” remarriage is not an individual 
choice, but a social necessity. The “gay divorcee，” so
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characteristic of screwball comedies, never exists in Chang's 
fiction and there is nothing glamorous about Liusu's position. As 
a divorcee who lives with her own family, Liusu is constantly 
ridiculed by her relatives for her failure in marriage. This 
traditional set of circumstances forces her to seek a new 
marriage prospect. Earlier in the story, there is a scene of her 
looking at herself in the mirror in her family room in Shanghai. It 
may be interpreted as an act of narcissism, but as she 
“performs” in the mirror a subtle transformation also takes place: 
“Suddenly, she smiled—a private，malevolent smile—and the 
music came to a discordant halt.'1 The traditional tales from the 
huqin—uta\es of fealty and filial piety, chastity and righteousness>, 
—suddenly become distant and have “nothing to do with her” 
(Zhang 1976a: 159/67). She seems ready to plunge into a new 
world and assume a new role. Thus “role-playing” becomes not 
merely a structural ingredient in a screwball comedy plot but, 
more significantly, a necessary act in her search for identity. 
When relatives introduce her to Fan Liuyuan, a rich playboy who 
has just returned from England, Liusu is eager to extricate 
herself from her family bondage by taking the extraordinary step 
of meeting him in Hong Kong—a British colony so far away from 
Shanghai as to look exotic，where the “value system” is also 
radically changed: the ethical web of human relations that 
characterizes her traditional family no longer works. She is on 
her own, playing a totally different role that is alien to her own 
personality—that of a “gay divorcee” who is setting a “tender 
trap” to catch her man. Without family ethics，Liusu is also 
compelled to define her individual subjectivity as an untraditional 
woman (since most women characters in traditional Chinese 
fiction are not divorced). Thus in embarking upon the quest of a 
new marriage prospect Liusu finds herself torn between two 
worlds.
How does Liusu define herself, now that she is all alone in 
an alien place? Her “acting” has the awkwardness of an actress 
from a Shanghai local opera who is suddenly thrust onto the 
modern stage of a l,spoken drama" (huaju) or a Hollywood 
comedy. As she tries to cope with all the modern social rituals— 
dancing, dining in a Western restaurant, walking on the beach, 
even dealing with Liuyuan's ,(old flame," an Indian princess—she 
is being constantly watched by others and by a bemused male
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suitor who seems to know all about her role-playing and treats 
her as an exotic Oriental woman under his “colonial” gaze. Still, 
Liuyuan finds himself gradually falling in love with her. How is it 
possible? Romantic love is, of course, a modern luxury and a 
prerequisite in screwball comedies. In traditional Chinese fiction, 
however, love is enshrouded in a complex web of human 
relations founded on an all-embracing ethos, feeling (qing). The 
courtship between Liuyuan and Liusu seems to have stemmed 
from a traditional necessity, marriage, but soon steps out of 
bounds as they find themselves in Hong Kong. They are 
compelled to act out their roles, and in the process something 
extra is added to their characters and to the romantic plot, and it 
is precisely this “extra” element that makes the story so 
extraordinary.
Let us examine, therefore, a few scenes of their courtship 
ritual, which is required of all screwball comedies. The first 
scene takes place when Liuyuan and Liusu are taking a walk:
llLet's walk over there a bit/1 said Liuyuan.
Liusu didn’t say anything. But as he walked，she slowly 
followed . . .  A little way past the Repulse Bay Hotel, an 
overhead bridge arched through the air. On the far side of the 
bridge was a mountain slope; on the near side there was a gray 
brick retaining wall. Liuyuan leaned against the wall, and Liusu 
leaned too, looking up along the great height, a wall so high that 
its upper edge could not be seen. Tfte iva// was coo/ and roug", 
出e co/or of deaf/7 [italics added]. Against it her face looked 
different: red mouth, shining eyes, a face of flesh and blood and 
feeling.
“I don’t know why，” said Liuyuan, looking at her, “but this 
wall makes me think of the old sayings about the end of the 
world. Someday, when human civilization has been completely 
destroyed, when everything is burnt, burst, utterly collapsed and 
ruined, maybe this wall will still be here. If, at that time, we can 
meet at this wall, then maybe, Liusu, you will honestly care 
about me, and I will honestly care about you. (Zhang 1976a: 
170/76-77)
This episode is slightly odd because of one small detail 
that bears hardly any relationship to the plot: the “gray brick
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retaining wall”一cool and rough, the color of death，like a leftover 
object from another era. The confrontation with this odd object 
marks an epiphanic moment and leads Liuyuan—a playboy with 
no cultural or historical sense—to imagine the “end of the world” 
地老天荒不了情 with a half remembered phrase from an old Chinese poem: D/7ao 
tianhuang buliao g/ng—literally ((aged earth and deserted sky, 
and love is endless.” This poetic line is so frequently used as a 
panegyric to eternal love that it has become almost a cliche (and 
later the Chinese title for a Hollywood film, The Magnificent 
Obsession).
Liuyuan's remark is profoundly ironic. On the one hand, it 
is made all the more poignant because for the first time in his 
prolonged flirtations it is touched with feeling. The emotional 
force is derived from the vivid imagery of the original poetic line 
—the earth has grown old and heaven is deserted and ruined— 
but it implies a twisted meaning: only then can true love begin. 
On the other hand, Liuyuan's language is filled with apocalyptic 
sentiments: he talks about “when human civilization has been 
completely destroyed, when everything is burnt, burst, utterly 
collapsed and ruined”！ Such ominous evocation of a “wasteland” 
is not only out of sync with Liuyuan’s character but also，given 
their circumstances, so out of place as to suggest just the 
opposite of the original meaning: that in the modern world love 
has no finality oir end vesult—hence no such thing as "endless 
love.” Liuyuan，s unwitting omission of the phrase “endless love” 
thus becomes, by its very absence, intensely suggestive and 
ironic: that genuine love can only begin at the end of the world, 
at the end of time when time itself no longer counts. It is at such 
a momenl: that Chang’s aesthetic state of “desolation” can be 
蒼涼 imagined—ca^g/Zang, literally gray and cold, the color tone of 
the wall.
After the wall episode, a crucial flirtation scene takes place 
in the hotel rooms; it in turn builds up to a climactic scene of 
seduction where the courtship is consummated. For this flirtation 
scene the author cleverly resorts to the modern convenience of 
a telephone in the hotel room so that the protagonists do not 
have to confront each other. As if watching a film, we see Liusu 
lying in bed at night unable to sleep, and just as she drifts off to 
a snooze the phone suddenly rings: it is Liuyuan's voice saying 
“I love you” and then he hangs up. And just as she hangs up, the
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phone rings again and Liuyuan says: “I forgot to ask you—do 
you Jove me?" This abrupt phone call serves as a prelude to 
Liuyuan's marriage proposal. He seems compelled to voice the 
cliche line in all romantic comedies (but never in traditional 
Chinese fiction): “I love you.” But the scene does not stop here, 
in the typical Hollywood fashion, with a required kiss (since they 
are in separate rooms). For Uuyuan, quite out of character, 
proceeds to quote a verse from the ancient Chinese classic, 
Shijing [The book of songs]:
“I don’t understand that sort of thing，’’ Liusu cut in. 
u\ know you don't understand," Liuyuan said impatientjy. ulf 
you understood，I wouldn’t need to explain! So listen: “Life, 
death, separation—with th^e there is happiness; thy hand in 
mine，we will grow old together.”
“My Chinese isn’t very good, and I don’t know if I’ve got it 
right. I think this is a very mournful poem which says that life and 
death and parting are all enormous things, far beyond human 
control. Compared to the great forces in the world, people are 
very small, very weak. But still we say (l will stay with you 
forever; we will never, in this lifetime, leave one another'—as if 
we reaffy coufd decide these thrngsr (Zhang 1976^: MH82)
Liuyuan^ sudden quotation from the Shijing is indeed 
enigmatic and hard to understand. How can someone born and 
educated abroad whose “Chinese isn’t very good” suddenly 
remember a line from an ancient classic written in the classical 
language and not in the modern vernacular as used in the 
story's narration and dialogue? Why this particular quote out of 
some hundreds of lines? Following the romantic formula, we can 
consider this to be in the form Qf a wedding vow—at least this is 
what the story’s English translator believes it to be，for ft coufd 
likewise be rendered in a more “commonly accepted 
interpretation” as: “In life and d玲ath，here is my promise to thee: 
thy hand in mine，we will grow old together”4—and, one might 
add, “till death do we part.” But then Liuyuan himself says that 
“this is a very mournful poem，” and his ensuing comment clearly 
resonates with the desolate outlook and sentiment manifested in
詩經
Kingsbury’s footnote (1996: 82).
50 Leo Ou-fan Lee
the wall episode. As a superficial and foppish man Liuyuan is 
incapable of uttering such comments, even at the height of his 
emotion. For a cynical playboy is not likely to swear eternal vows 
of love and devotion. This is precisely how Liusu receives his 
message: “Why not go ahead and just say, flat-out, that you 
don't want to marry me, and leave it at that! Why beat about the 
bush，with all this talk of not being able to decide things?!” 
(Zhang 1976a: 177/82) Such talk certainly does not decide a 
marriage, for marriage as a traditional institution is not 
necessarily the final outcome of romance in Chang's own scale 
of things.
In romantic comedies, flirtation can only lead to seduction, 
and the story’s scene of seduction is so carefully “scripted” and 
described with such detail that it looks like a “shot-by-shot” film 
sequence. As Liusu gets ready for bed in her hotel room, she 
stumbles over his shoe and finds him in her bed, and it follows 
with him kissing her: “He pushed her into the mirror，they 
seemed to fall down into it, into another shadowy w o rld - 
freezing cold, searing hot, the flame of the forest burning all over 
their bodies” （Zhang 1976a: 181/85).5 These “shots” could have 
come from a number of Hollywood movies, in which the mirror 
image of the woman’s vanity is a common prop and the mirror 
shot of the heroine by a hidden camera is a usual trick, a 
“double take” of visual narcissism. But the mirror is also one of 
those decorative details that frequently occur in Chang's stories, 
particularly in llLove in a Fallen City." The earlier episode in 
which Liusu looks at herself in a mirror naturally paves the way 
for the “mirror shot” in this scene: the image of herself as a 
woman subject is now being “transgressed” as a man pushes 
her “into the mirror.” But once they fall down into the mirror，they 
enter into another world in which reality ceases to count: it is the 
shadowy world of desire and desolation —of desire as 
desolation. It becomes, in other words, a mythic world of 
cangliang in which burning passion is reflected in the “freezing 
cold” mirror. Read in sequence with the earlier quoted phrase of 
“aged earth and deserted sky,” the present image can only lead 
us to thoughts of melancholy: when the “searing hot” passion is
5 I have discussed at length Chang’s knowledge of the 
technicalities of cinema and also, somewhat playfully, concocted a 
series of cinematic shots for this scene (Lee 1996: 10).
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burnt out, its ashes (another favorite metaphor of Chang’s) can 
only decorate the “freezing cold” landscape of “the aged earth，’’ 
the world at its end. In Chang's world of desolation, passion can 
only be, to use a Lu Xun metaphor, a ^dead fire."
Nevertheless, in spite of all these desolate implications, 
Chang allows the outcome of marriage to occur—as a result not 
necessarily of the couple's romance but of the external 
intervention of war. The next day, right after their lovemaking, 
Liuyuan tells her that he is going to England in a week, 
apparently intending to leave her as a “kept mistress” in Hong 
Kong. At this critical juncture of the plot, history again 
intervenes, as in the case of the story "Sealed off," but this time 
it turns out “happily.” At the end of “Love in a Fallen City,” the 
narratorial voice comments amidst layers of irony:
Hong Kong's defeat had given her victory. But in this 
unreasonable world, who can say which was the cause, and 
which the result? Who knows? Maybe it was in order to vindicate 
her that an entire city fell …
The legendary beauties who felled cities and kingdoms 
were probably all like that.
In granting Liusu's pursuit of happiness a happy ending, 
Chang pays tribute both to the convention of screwball comedies 
and to the well-known legend of a classical Chinese beauty who 
inspired the familiar line: "One smile felled a city, another smile 
toppled a kingdom.[It was said that there was once an ancient 
king (presumably the last king of Shang Dynasty) who wanted 
so much to please his beautiful imperial concubine that he lit a 
bonfire at a gate tower to trick his troops into believing that the 
barbarians were invading. When his troops came, the hoax 
made the concubine laugh. But when after a couple of foolish 
games the real invasion came, his troops did not come to the 
rescue and his kingdom fell.] Chang’s modern sensibility 
certainly would not allow the traditional bias about beautiful 
women being the "flood of evir5 to prevail. Like the Shijing 
quotation, she gives this familiar legend another ironic twist by 
applauding Liusu’s victory: as if a city had fallen just to complete 
her romance and give her story a happy ending! In these 
extraordinary times of war and revolution, her women characters
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—and Liusu in particular—deserve some happiness, no matter 
how ephemeral.
Cinema and Fiction: Narrative Voice
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This “feminine” preoccupation with love and marriage in 
Chang's fiction was extended to her screenplays. In fact, one 
could argue that the trope of domesticity as inspired by the 
screwball comedies is very much at the center of Eileen Chang’s 
film output. The famed Hong Kong film scholar, Lo Ka, has 
discussed in detail Chang's film career in a recent paper (Lo Ka 
1998). The three screenplays she scripted in Shanghai in 1947- 
49 in collaboration with the director Sang Hu—Evermore Sorrow 
(Buliao qing [1947], discussed earlier in this paper), Long Live 
the Wife (Taitai wansui [1947]), and Sorrow and Joy at Middle 
Age (Ailuo zhongnian [1948], possibly conceived by Sang Hu) all 
deal with the theme of domesticity. Long Live the Wife in 
particular can be called a masterpiece, a well-wrought comedy 
in which the wife is everywhere at the center of action, subtly 
and successfully manipulating her positions vis-a-vis her 
husband and his mistress. Chang also wrote a film script for her 
novella, <lThe Golden Cangue" (Jinsuo ji), which was never 
made into a film.
After she left China for Hong Kong in 1952, Chang was 
temporarily employed by a film company (Dianmao) to write 
more screenplays, which she delivered to Stephen C. Soong, 
her friend and Dianmao's head of production, after she left Hong 
Kong for the States in 1955. These include: Courtship Is Like a 
Battlefield {Qingchang ru zhanchang [1957], based on an 
American play, The Tender Trap), June Bride (Liuyue xinniang 
[I960]), The Greatest Wedding on Earth (Nanbeiyijiaqin [1962]), 
Father Takes a Bride (Xiao ernu [1962]), and The Greatest Love 
Affair on Earth (Nanbei xi xiangfeng [1964], based on an English 
play, Charley^ Aunt). Altogether they represent an interesting 
corpus of work that links up the two cities—Shanghai and Hong 
Kong—in a variety of comic situations. Perhaps driven by 
commercial intent, the comic flair purposefully exhibited in these 
films sometimes borders on the slapstick. Whereas the screwball 
comedies still rely on “talk，” on the clever repartee between the 
hero and heroine whose humor and sophistication are taken for
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granted, the slapstick situations in the Hong Kong films are 
sometimes intentionally vulgar (including scenes of a male 
character played by Leong Sing-por, dressed up in drag), as 
they are designed to generate laughter. The well-guarded space 
of domestic comfort in Long Live the Wife is replaced by one of 
comic tension and conflict. Occasionally, as in Father Takes a 
fi厂/de, such tensions erupt into near tragedy, and the happy 
ending seems rather forced.
In my view, these screenplays are not on a par with 
Chang’s earlier work in Shanghai，although there is still ample 
intelligence at work, especially in her adaptations from foreign 
sources. The New York setting of The Tender Trap is relocated 
to Hong Kong where most of the action takes place in a de luxe 
suburban chateau complete with a swimming pool. Still, Chang 
really did not have a sufficient “feel” for the place，Hong Kong in 
the 1950s, and its residents. Thus details in the setting fall flat 
and formulaic (with the exception of the hurricane scenes in 
Father Takes a Bride). This in turn begs the thorny question of 
Chang's own crisis of creativity caused by dislocation and exile 
from her familiar environment in her beloved city, Shanghai.
Or does this mean that her talent might have been ruined 
by the commercial milieu of the Hong Kong film industry? If so, 
she was certainly in the distinguished company of a long list of 
illustrious writers, from Scott Fitzgerald to William Faulkner, who 
were lured by the Hollywood money only to find their lives and 
reputations dissipated. In Eileen Chang's case, however, I think 
the reasons are more complex. As mentioned before, from the 
very beginning of her writing career she always wanted to be a 
popu/ar writer, for whom film as a medium even more popular 
than fiction should prove a natural vehicle for her talent. Film 
comedy, particularly of the screwball variety, is a fitting genre for 
deploying the dialogue and delineating details characteristic of 
Chang's fiction. Yet, in moving from fiction to film, and in 
adapting either her own works or those of others to the screen, 
something is lost in the process.
Some scholars would argue that film and fiction are after 
all two different media, requiring different approaches and 
techniques, and we should not measure Chang’s film output by 
the standards of literature.6 Still, I for one cannot help regretting
6 For an analysis along this line, see a paper by Mary Wong, 
delivered at a recent conference (Huang 1998).
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such a loss, for in my view what is lost in Chang's films is 
ironically the most “cinematic” elements in Chang’s fiction: those 
“panoramic” sequences punctuated with “close-ups” of people 
and details caught in an unusual conjunction of time and space, 
such as the tramcar passengers at the beginning of the story 
“Sealed o ff (we are reminded of Chang’s famous saying: “What 
I see are not movies but Chinese people as shown in the 
movies”)，or illuminating backgrounds saturated with things and 
objects which are so meticulously described and so closely 
"watched" as to be invested with a peculiar mood and meaning 
that transcend their everyday significance. It is also in such 
“cinematic” scenes and sequences, in which these details are 
blown up into fantastic images by a fictional technique 
equivalent to film montage，that we also “hear” the narrator’s 
voice as if from nowhere intoning or commenting on the foibles 
and follies of the human condition. That voice, or if you prefer 
^meta-voice," is what I find missing in most of the films. Without 
such a voice as guide, we are deprived also of a unique 
articulation of sentiment, for which no amount of good acting can 
suffice. Despite all the narratorial devices in her stories, the 
words belong after all to Eileen Chang herself. And it might take 
a Chinese film director with the literary sensibilities of a Frangois 
Truffault or an Eric Rohmer to do her fiction justice. (But then I 
could be charged by film critics as being too “literary” since I am 
a literary scholar who wants to transgress the boundaries and 
become an “adjunct” film critic.)
Even a very sensitive director like Stanley Kwan, whose 
adaptation of Chang’s story, “Red Rose and White Rose” 
(Hongmeigui yu baimeigui) is so faithful that even quotations of 
Chang’s prose are inscribed on the screen as “subheadings，” 
does not succeed, because in my view Kwan simply cannot 
reproduce Chang's unique (meta)narrative voice. At the same 
time, I would also like to argue that reading Chang's fiction gives 
us a special visual pleasure; as we read her fictional prose, 
which seems so filled with visual imagery, we unwittingly 
transform her written language into “visuals” in our “mind’s eye.” 
For me this may have been one of the crucial factors that 
account for the difficulties of adapting Chang's fiction into f ilm - 
more so than the usual charge that her stories lack the 
necessary twists and turns of a “good plot.”
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If I could briefly discuss another work by Chang, Affair of 
Half Q Lifetime (Bansheng yuan, a revised version of ^Eighteen 
Springs" [Shiba chun]), we will see that Chang is indeed fully 
capable of telling a long and good story if she wants to. This 
novel may not contain enough brilliant strokes of imagery and 
description, but the plot intricately weaves together the fate of 
several pairs of lovelorn men and women. It is as if Chang 
wishes to transpose and lengthen the typical plot of a traditional 
huaben tale (such as, for instance, "the Pearl-Sewn Shirt") in 
order to test its durability under a modern setting. Thus hovering 
over the entire story is the modern linear notion of the passage 
of time, which makes what has happened irrevocable and 
irretrievable. (Hence the heroine's final lament to her former 
lover: “We can no longer go back.’’）In addition to the intricate 
plot line, the novel contains a kidnapping and rape section 
borrowed directly from English Gothic romances (with clear 
echoes of the “madwoman in the attic” syndrome reminiscent of 
Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights, which also happened to be 
Chang's favorite reading). One would expect all the ingredients 
for a good old-fashioned movie.
It is to Ann Hui's (Xu Anhua) great credit that she has 
approached this work with conscientiousness, having obviously 
done meticulous research on the decor and milieu of old 
Shanghai. The film is therefore fraught with authentic-looking 
props—curtains, chairs, lamps—which give full credence to the 
background. However, if Chang were watching it, I suspect she 
would say that the story still suffers because the characters on 
the “foreground” are not exactly right—not because they all 
speak Cantonese, not Shanghainese, but because the modern 
actors and actresses from Hong Kong and Taiwan no longer 
have the authentic lookn of her fictional characters. In my view, 
a “look” is not necessarily an index to historical authenticity; 
rather it has something to do with cinematic deception. What is 
known as a “Garbo face” has nothing to do with Greta Garbo as 
a real person (much less her reclusive self in later years); it is 
the result of a process of “diegesis”一her transformation by the 
numerous roles she played in Hollywood films into a larger-than- 
life figure—and of her publicity packaging, both of which are 
typical of the Hollywood system. As we reflect on the problem of 
latterday film adaptations of Eileen Chang's stories half a
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century after she first wrote them, it is inevitable that the “look” of 
her fictional characters already takes on a certain historical, 
even mythological, layer: in other words, they are part of the 
myth and (to use a Ro/arrol Barthes term) “mytho/ogy” of oW 
Shanghai itself. A latterday reader of Eileen Chang is likely to be 
confronted with the same questions that beset Maggie Cheung, 
the Hong Kong actress, as she is interviewed about her role- 
playing in Stanley Kwan^ film, Ruan Lingyu： What is real and 
what is not? Can one ever know what it was like living in that 
“belle epoch” of Shanghai of the 1930s and 1940s? Yet playing 
Ruan Lingyu also implicates Cheung in ways she cannot fully 
understand, and it is precisely such “enigma” or “magic” that 
Kwan wants to capture and “dissolve” in his postmodern film 
about this fegencfary Shanghai actress who committed suicide 
because of complications in her love life caused by Shanghai’s 
print media. To render this into a cliche, her life began to imitate 
fiction and film, which may have been Kwan's decision to make 
a film of her in the first place.
So, after this long and sprawling discussion (like an 
overproduced and overlong film that has lost its narrative 
center), we are finally brought face to face with the legend of 
Eileen Chang itself. What constitutes her legend? How can we 
account for it? Why did she become more and more legendary 
as she wrote less and less? Not being a full-fledged “Chang_fan” 
(but a fan nevertheless), I can only give my own partial version 
of the story, having watched this spectacle from the other shore 
at a location not so far away from where she lived before she 
died in Westwood, Los Angeles.
Cinema and Legend
We must admit that Chang-fans everywhere are fanatics 
and willing addicts to her “mystery” but did not necessarily wish 
to be bothered with the more realistic question: where did it 
come from? True, Chang moved her abodes many times and 
saw nobody. This Garbo-like reclusive pose triggered endless 
curiosity, especially from the Taiwan press. Thus one reporter 
rented a nearby apartment and reported on the daily garbage 
Chang threw out! More significant, in my view, is her uncanny 
connection to another Taiwanese woman writer, San Mao, who
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committed suicide shortly after she finished writing a screenplay, 
Red Dust (Gungun hongchen), which surely is a glamorized 
version of Eileen Chang’s life, hence contributing even more to 
her legend. It is known that San Mao both craved and created 
publicity. But after the death of her Spanish lover, which she 
glamorized in several stories in which she claimed to have 
communicated with his ghost, she seemed to reach an end of 
her own romantic and creative life. However, the legend she had 
created for herself, fictional or otherwise, by no means can 
compare with Eileen Chang's. As one legendary writer tried to 
adapt another’s legend to the screen，something strange 
happened. Even if San Mao's suicide had nothing to do with the 
film (she failed to win the Golden Horse award for her 
screenplay), one is still struck by San Mao^ fictional pursuit of 
Eileen Chang and by their similarities and coincidences: both 
are obviously talented, both becoming instant celebrities when 
young, both having dabbled in painting, and both interested in 
writing fiction and film. But here history intervenes: San Mao 
could no longer claim the many-splendored memory of Old 
Shanghai that was closely identified with Eileen Chang's fiction. 
Compared to the “modern” （or in the parlance of the time, 
modeng) glamour of Eileen Chang's Shanghai, San Mao's 
contemporary Taipei looks vulgar and cheap by comparison. 
And no effort at self-glamorization can do the trick and capture 
the kind of “mystery” that Eileen Chang had achieved by simply 
doing nothing and seeing nobody, except perhaps for allowing 
her publisher to make loads of money by cleverly packaging and 
repackaging her works. In short, in this late capitalist and 
postmodern world, even the Eileen Chang legend has become a 
commodity, which in turn provides the right stuff for another 
movie.
What would I do if I were given an opportunity to make 
another movie about Eileen Chang? The answer is first to read 
her last book, An Album of Mutual Reflections (Duizhao ji), its 
marvelous title built on a clever pun fraught with meaning: 
"reflecting" like a mirror but also comparing photographs with her 
own memory in a kind of mutual illumination. In other words, as 
the book's subtitle suggests, ^reading old photographs" (kan lao 
zhaoxiangbu) has served to bring back the memory of a past 
life. This is all in the modest manner of a personal discourse.
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In her postscript to the album Chang claims that the only 
criterion for including these photos is that she was afraid they 
might be lost. Out of these fragments have emerged, she also 
admits, llthe contours of a self~portraitn One finds precious old 
photos of her grandparents, whose happy marriage gave her 
great satisfaction (Zhang 1994: 88). Aside from a few photos of 
her grandfather, her father and her brother, this album is clearly 
炎櫻 a collection of women—her mother, her aunt, her friend Yan 
李香蘭 Yfrrg，the Japanese actress Li Xianglan, and herself, from age 
three or four to age forty-six. Notably missing are the other men 
胡蘭成 in her life—no Hu Lancheng, her onetime lover and husband, 
nor Sang Hu, her collaborator and possibly lover as well, nor 
other male editors and writers. While her childhood photos 
occupy more than enough space, the best and most glorious 
photos are about herself as a young writer: some of her poses 
are modeled after movie-stars. They give ample testimony not 
only to the glamor of her younger self but to her own 
“photogeneity” as well—that is to say, she is quite conscious of 
presenting a very glamorized image of herself. Leafing through 
these old photographs and reading her casual comments (more 
lavished on her grandparents and her family background) makes 
us aware that we are going through a life perhaps too quickly— 
an effect perhaps intended by the author:
A long childhood lingering into eternity, quite happily, that 
one day was like a whole year. I think most people feel the same 
way.
Then, the checkered period of growing up, a long journey 
without end, barren everywhere except for the clear bright colors 
of my grandparents' marriage which gave me great satisfaction. 
Therefore they occupy disproportionately more space.
Thereafter time accelerated, faster and faster, a 
crescendo of twirling strings and chirping flute music turning into 
sad tunes, and the fast approaching finale of the final years is 
already in sight—a montage sequence followed by a fade-out. 
(Zhang 1994: 88)
What a way to go! What a way to “wind up” a life, as if 
winding or rewinding a film or video! Still, even with this fast- 
moving series of snapshots Eileen Chang has left us with an
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imaginary film that shines like the afterglow of a passing meteor. 
Thus for me, aside from obvious “historical” value，these old 
photos are like “still shots” for a never-to-be-made movie; they 
can be read as fragments of a film scenario or a visual treatment 
of her own life. And I suspect this “old” version，starring Eileen 
Chang herself, would surely surpass any new version, including 
Red Dust, penned by San Mao. Interestingly, in San Mao^ film 
biography of Eileen Chang the story is told by the hero, a thinly 
disguised Hu Lancheng, a self-serving narcissistic man of letters 
and a “traitor” who in real life served under the puppet regime 
and was never a devoted lover. As if to compensate for the loss 
of real romance, the film ends with a prolonged parting 
sequence which could very well be San Mao’s own version of 
“Qingcheng zhi lian”一love in a different city that was also falling 
and in a different time.
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